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RIC H A R D W E SC O TT
DA VID VAIL

Stone walls ru n n in g incongruously through deep
woods; fields and pastures becoming overgrown w ith
brush; broken-backed barns tu m b lin g in upon them 
selves; clusters of day lilies and lilacs guarding em pty
cellar holes — the remains o f thousands o f farm s are
scattered across the M aine landscape, relics o f
another age w hen farm ing was the lifeblood o f
hundreds o f rural com m unities from the Piscataqua
to the S t. JohnA
T H E TRA N SFO RM A TIO N OF FARM ING IN MAINE,
1940- 1985
W orld War II was a watershed for farm ing in the U nited
States. Since then far-reaching changes in agricultural tech
nologies, in farm structure, in the commercial nexus surround
ing farms, and in federal and state governm ent program s have
altered the prospects for American agriculture. Farm ing in
Maine shared in these fundam ental changes. T o some degree,
the patterns in modern M aine agriculture were established after
W orld War I. But the rate of change after the Second W orld War
was breathtaking by com parison to the earlier tw entieth cen
tury. After 1940, for example, the total num ber of farms in
Maine declined by approxim ately eighty percent, and smallscale, full-tim e general farm ing was supplanted, for the most
part, by large-scale, specialized farming. These changes in the
economy of Maine farms resulted in a fundam ental transform a
tion in all of Maine rural society.2
Maine farm ing reached its heyday between 1870 and the
First W orld War, when there were some 60,000 farms in the
state w ith a total acreage of 6.3 m illion acres.3W hile there were
a few thousand specialized commercial farms that produced
prim arily hay, potatoes, apples, and dairy products, most were
general farms. Self-sufficient to a large degree, they also p ro 
duced some commodities, such as butter and sweet corn, for
market.
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National fortes shaped Maine agrit ulture during and alter World War II. Dramatic
changes in larm technology, market structures, and government support brought
equally profound changes in Maine’s rural economy and indeed in the meaning of
rural life. Photos in this attic le are horn the Farm Extension Service collection.
University of Maine.

The com m odities farmers bought and sold during those
years were handled largely through local businesses: the
general store, the harnessmaker, the creamery, or the “cornsh o p .” T h u s the farmers' lives were enmeshed in a local web of
com m unity, the strands of which included not only business
establishm ents but local schools, churches, fairs, grange chap
ters, and town meetings. T he rural com m unity, in turn, was
oriented around the farm. From almanacs to Sunday sermons,
this was an era when the rural m entality was still imbued with
an awareness of agriculture. From harvest home festivals to
barn raisings, com m unity rituals were in tune with the seasons
and the farm fam ily’s life cycle.4
Between W orld War I and W orld War II, however, a series
of national trends im pinged on the traditional role of farm ing
in Maine rural society. Several mid-century developments
intensified the com petition faced by M aine farmers: long-haul
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transport became cheaper; the federal government subsidized
western irrigation; and new technologies favored large-scale
m onoculture. As the profit m argins of small general farms were
squeezed ever lower, some 20,000 M aine farms disappeared.
Some were sim ply abandoned or sold to non-farmers; others
were absorbed into nearby ex panding com m ercial farms.
Despite a modest return to the land during the G reat Depres
sion, there were 35 percent fewer farms in the state in 1940 than
in 1910. Of the 39,000 farms that survived on the eve of the
Second W orld War, about half were specialized commercial
farms. Only a few thousand traditional small, full-tim e general
farms survived; about 20,000 general farms had become parttime operations.5 T he erosion of farm ing had a profound
im pact upon rural towns. As farmers gave up on their farms
and moved away to pursue other lines of work, other rural
businesses closed, churches were dissolved, and the web of
com m unity was generally weakened.6
As far-reaching as these changes had been in the decades
prior to 1940, they pale in significance when com pared to the
dram atic transform ation that took place in the four decades
after 1940. N ationw ide, from the early 1940s on into the 1950s
there was a rapid and sustained recovery from the farm depres
sion of the 1930s. Accelerated expansion of farm productivity
was matched by a nearly continuous high demand. Encouraged
by strong federal price supports, farmers increased production
sharply du rin g the Second W orld War, and the w artim e
m om entum was sustained by a postw ar consum er spending
boom in the U nited States and the reconstruction program s in
E urope and Asia. These were fat years for American farmers,
rivaling the golden era of 1911-1918.
T he rising income of farmers and the wartim e shortage of
labor kicked off a burst of spending on technological innova
tions — mechanical, biological, chemical — that was to con
tinue w ith little slowdown for over forty years. T h e num ber
and size of tractors used increased dramatically, and a wide
range of increasingly com plex and efficient equipm ent was
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draw n behind them. Biologists made far-reaching im prove
ments in crop and livestock genotypes, horm one grow th stim u
lants, and antibiotics. T h e chemical industry developed not
only im proved fertilizers but synthetic pesticides, herbicides,
and fungicides. T h e result of the mechanical-biologicalchemical revolution was a dram atic increase in m ost crop and
livestock yields, after years of virtual stagnation.7
In 1940 m ost American farms were only partially in te
grated in to n atio n al farm -supply, equ ip m en t, and labor
markets. T h e bulk of their inputs for production (including
land, labor, feed, and seed) were supplied by the farm house
hold or by small, local independent dealers. A sizable p art of
their diverse o u tp u t was either consum ed on the farm or sold
locally. T h e relative in p u t self-sufficiency of the American
farm began to disappear after 1940 as the increasingly com plex
production technology was supplied by franchisees of m ajor
national corporations such as Jo h n Deere, Merck, Exxon, and
Dow Chemical. O n the o u tp u t side, a com parable trend deve
loped, resulting in a sharp drop in the proportion of o u tp u t
consum ed on the farm or marketed to local stores and small
independent processing plants. A lthough some farm com m od
ity markets, such as potatoes, rem ained highly competitive,
contract production for large vertically integrated processors
became increasingly common. Such was the case, for example,
w ith broilers. In sum, it was during this era of prosperity for
farmers, ironically, that most of them began to fall under the
sway of large corporate suppliers and buyers.8
T h e changes in the use of technology and in the purchase
of in p u ts and sale of outputs were accom panied by equally
significant m odifications in the structure of American farm 
ing. N ationally the num ber of farms declined drastically from
1940 to the early 1950s, a decrease of some 15 percent since 1940.
T he decline in the num ber of farms was disproportionately
distributed am ong small, medium, and large sized farms.
T hose in the m iddle range bore the brunt of the decline.9 For
m any of them, it was a case of get larger or get out.
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B y the early 1950s, the transform ations in production
technology, in farm structure, and in the commercial nexus
surrounding farms w hich had swept the national scene were
widely reflected in Maine agriculture. T he num ber of farms fell
by some thirty percent (from 39,000 to about 27,000), u n til they
employed less than ten percent of the state’s work force. Four
commodities (potatoes, dairy products, broilers, and eggs, in
that order) accounted for over seventy percent of total farm
output. A dding cattle, apples, and blueberries, the top seven
commodities accounted for fully eighty-four percent of farm
production. (See Figure 1). Most of the farms producing these
com modities had become highly specialized. W ith the excep
tion of milk, the bulk of w hat they produced went to out-ofstate m arkets.10 Farm customers, on the other hand, poised on
the threshold of a new era of superm arket chains, interstate
highways, refrigerated trucks, and giant food processingoperations, moved toward dependence upon im ports from Califor
nia and other far-off places.

F igure 1. M aine cash farm incom e by m ajor com m odity
(m illion $)
Source: U. S. Census: Census of A griculture 1950, 1974
T h e rise of contract broiler grow ing epitomizes the im pact
in M aine of the nationw ide transform ation of farm m arketing
during these years. D uring the latter part of the 1930s some
farmers in towns such as G orham and U nion sold significant
num bers of live poultry, prim arily to out-of-state markets.
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When the onset of W orld War II produced a shortage of trucks,
tires, and gasoline that threatened to end the shipm ent of bulky
live poultry from Maine, several shippers reacted to the situa
tion in 1942 and 1943 by setting up small, crudely equipped
processing plants in Maine to “New York dress1’ the birds that
they were buying. T he processing involved only killing the
birds, drain in g their blood, and rem oving their feathers. T h e
goal was to com pact the product for shipm ent and add value to
it.
Since poultry was one of the few meats not rationed during
the w artim e emergency, there was a strong dem and for it. But
processors found that they could not regularly obtain enough
birds from individual independent growers to keep their opera
tions ru n n in g full-tim e to take advantage of the favorable
market situation. T o rationalize the supply of birds, processors
began p lacing chicks w ith farmers, w ho agreed to raise them to
slaughtering size for a cent per bird per week fee. At first m ost
farmers kept the birds in unused buildings or barn space, but
eventually many built large broiler houses.
W ithin a few years a vertically integrated broiler industry
evolved in which the processors, under a verbal contract, su p p 
lied the growers not only w ith the chicks over w hich they
retained ow nership, but also w ith feed, litter, and medicine.
T he growers provided the space to house the birds, along w ith
the necessary feeding, watering, and ventilating equipm ent,
and their own labor. T h e processor controlled the contractual
relationship, determ ining such matters as how many birds a
grower could handle, w hat facilities and equipm ent were
needed, and the age and weight at w hich the birds w ould be
marketed. They supervised the contract through periodic visits
by their field men.
T h e num ber of broilers produced in M aine increased
nearly two hundred percent between 1940 and 1945, from
500,000 to 1,452,000; but the greatest growth came in the next
five years when there was more than a thousand percent
increase in production to 16,916,000. By the early 1950s, well
over 20,000,000 birds were processed each year, and M aine
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broilers had a ten-percent share of the New York City market,
even though they com manded prem ium prices." U nlike Maine
tan n in g generally, the broiler industry expanded rapidly. But
it grew under the aegis ol large consolidated processing com
bines tar removed from the web of com m unity life in rural
Maine.
I he transform ations affecting American farm ing were
also felt, albeit to a lesser degree than in the burgeoning broiler
industry, in M aine's apple growing, dairying, and potato pro
duction. A pple grow ing too was set apart from traditional
diversified farm ing and transformed into “highly specialized
commercial orchards with increased acreage and size
Milk prices were driven upw ard by a high level of dem and
between 1940 and 1953, encouraging many dairymen to enlarge
and im prove their herds, acquire equipm ent such as individual
drinking cups and m ilking machines, modernize their barns,
and buy more land on w hich to grow feed.” T h is was also a
prosperous time tor M aine potato farmers. They increased
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the acreage planted markedly. T he federal governm ent encour
aged production w ith incentive payments as a hedge against
possible poor wheat and corn crops. Greater use of tractors,
pesticides, and mechanical handling of the harvest enabled
farmers to produce and m arket large crops u n til the price
supports were cut off in the late 1940s.14
In the mid-1950s farmers employed more sophisticated
and pow erful m echanical and chemical technologies to plant,
cultivate, and harvest crops and raise livestock and poultry. As
a result, the national balance of growth in supply and dem and
gave way to a chronic tendency toward oversupply in most farm
products. Moreover, the use of these technologies drove up
operating costs; farmers often required heavy capital invest
ment in land as well as equ ip m en t.15
Despite their more sophisticated approach to farm ing and
the renewal of federal com modity program s on a massive scale,
farm ers’ incomes and returns on investment remained gener
ally low, especially in com parison to the steadily rising n o n 
farm incomes and returns to capital. T his led to a massive
shakeout of sm all and m iddle sized farms and a more than fifty
percent decline in the total num ber of farms in the n atio n .16
A s Figure 1 suggests, M aine agriculture also changed
significantly in the quarter-century after the early 1950s. P ota
toes rem ained the state’s num ber one commodity, but eggs and
broilers nearly caught up, and total poultry production greatly
surpassed potatoes. Indeed, M aine’s potato production ran k 
ing fell from first to fifth position nationally, behind four
western states. T h e relative position of dairying also declined
sharply in the face of stagnant local demand. By the mid-1970s,
both m ilk and potato ou tp u t were below 1950s levels. Most
significantly, the post-1950 period showed an acceleration in
farm specialization and a decline in the diversified farm ing that
had been the foundation for rural com m unities in earlier
Maine. By the mid-1970s the top four commodities accounted
for well over eighty percent of total production and the top
seven commodities fully ninety-four percent of all production.
P aralleling the increase in specialization, prim arily for export
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from the state, seventy percent of the food consumed by Maine
residents was now imported.
Maine agriculture in the post-war era followed all the
m ajor trends in U. S. farm ing, but, as Figure 2 shows, w ith
sharper declines in the num ber of farms, farmers, and farm 
land, and slower increases in average farm size and asset value.
T he most dram atic signs of structural transform ation were to
be found in basic farm figures: only about one-sixth of M aine’s
pre-war farms (6,436) were still operating, and less than four
percent of the state's workforce was in agriculture. M aine’s
average o u tp u t per farm and per acre was well above the
national averages, largely because of the advent of broiler p ro 
duction, and then egg "factories.” But these average figures are
misleading, since the distribution of farm sizes in M aine dif
fered considerably from the national pattern. M aine had
greater concentrations of farms at both the upper and lower
ends of the size distribution: in 1978,11 percent of M aine farms
had sales over $100,000, as opposed to 9 percent nationally; 39
percent of Maine farms had sales below $2,500, compared to 25
percent nationally.
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Figure 2. Indices of agricultural change: Maine and the U. S.,
1950 and 1974
Source: U. S. Census of A griculture 1950, 1974
T h e dram atic concentration of production in M aine on a
shrinking num ber of farms is underscored by T able 1. Among
the five m ajor kinds of farms, only orchards increased in
num bersafter 1959. By 1978, all theothers had been reduced to a
fraction of their earlier numbers.
T able 1. Num ber of commercial farm s1
Year
1959
1964
1969
1974
19782

Potato

Orchard

Poultry

Eggs

Broilers

Dairy

2354
1908
1683
1283
1200

158
126
115
127
203

2243
1656
999
663
766

1 161
699
349
203
na

1102
886
542
370
319

3257
2069
1376
1217
11003

‘Source: U. S. Census of Agriculture, various years.
2Source: Number ol commercial (arms, by type, estimated using U. S.
Census ol Agriculture 1978 preliminary data which includes all farms with
sales ol $2,500 or more and is not limited to those defined as commercial in
1959-74.
'‘Source: Maine Dairy Council 1979 survey of certified dairy farms, esti
mated lor 1978.

T h i s structural transform ation was reflected in many
ways. For example, the average commercial dairying operation
had about twenty milk cows in the early 1950s; by the mid-1980s
it had over eighty. Nearly every farm, even the most m arginal,
still had a m ilk cow in 1940; only one non-dairy farm out of
twelve has a cow today. Before World War II, only a few farms
had more than 100 acres of potatoes, but by 1976, sixty-eight
percent of potato acreage was on farms with over 100 acres of
them. As late as 1964, there were still 1,700 small egg farms with
less than 1,600 layers each. Only one had 100,000 hens. By 1974
only 250small laying operations remained, and they m adeonly
one percent of the total egg sales. T he ten largest operations,
including most notably DeCoster Egg Farms with over a m il
lion layers, made fifty-seven percent of all egg sales.17
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Maine's blueberry crop — an increasingly important industry for eastern coastal
counties.

At the base of this structural change was an equally pro
found technological transform ation. T h e mechanical potato
harvester, for instance, dealt with a key labor bottleneck when it
was introduced in the m id -19 5 0 s . T h e m ilking machine,
antibiotics, artificial insem ination, and scientifically designed
feed rations transformed labor productivity and milk yield per
cow in dairying.19 Varietal improvem ents and new chemical
pest and disease controls greatly affected apple production.
Nowhere, however, was the im petus to large-scale, m echan
ized, chemical-intensive technology more visible than in p o u l
try. Caged birds in a totally controlled environm ent became
living m achines, processing midwestern feedgTain and chem i
cals into meat and eggs.20
T h e commercial transform ation of M aine’s agriculture
was inextricably linked to these technological changes. C om 
mercial feeds; chemical fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides, and
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Maine farmers specialized in ihe postwar world.

fungicides; tractors, planters, cultivators, and harvesters — all
of these were purchased on a large scale as substitutes for the
farm -produced inputs and the more closed nutrient cycle of the
past. As horses gave way to tractors, m anure to synthetic fertil
izers, and cu ltu ral m ethods of pest and weed control to potent
chemicals, the purchase of inputs shifted from local independ
ent dealers to franchisees of national suppliers.21
O n the o u tp u t side, the postwar world saw an increased
degree of specialized production for markets that were regional
or natio n al in scope. W ith some com m odities, this shift
entailed a greater vertical coordination of production and m ar
keting by shippers and processors, most notably in broiler
grow ing, but also am ong m ajor apple, blueberry, and egg
producers, who established m arketingoperations to handle the
o u tp u t of other growers as well as their own. Potato marketing,
however, rem ained badly fragmented, w ith over a hundred
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dealers still functioning in 1978. T he m ilk m arketing story,
split between farmers selling to the M aine and Boston markets,
was even more complicated. Shifting government regulations
and price controls and the development of producer m arketing
organizations such as N.F.O., Yankee Milk, and most recently
AgriMark further com plicated the m arketing scene.22
A counter trend to the rise of full-time commercial farm ing
was a sw elling rank of small, largely part-tim e farmers who
sold to local markets. They utilized direct outlets, such as
farmers’ markets and roadside stands to sell vegetables, fruit,
beef, lamb, wool, honey, and cheese. A lthough the farms that
produced these commodities accounted for no more than ten
percent of the state’s total farm output, they represented well
over half the farms in the state by the 1980s. For many agrarian
activists and some policy makers, they symbolize the possibili
ties of a more diversified, stable, and self-reliant agriculture in
the future.28
B u t essentially, over the past several decades M aine’s
commercial farm ing — as its industry — has become almost
totally in teg rated in to intensely com petitive reg io n al,
national, and even international distribution networks, and
this com petition hurts. M aine’s share of the national potato
m arket declined drastically in the face of stiff com petition from
several western states. Even more dram atic was the collapse in
the early 1980s of broiler grow ing as DelMarVa (DelawareM aryland-Virginia) producers took over the New York City
area market with the help of vigorous advertising campaigns.
W ithout question, federal farm program s played an
im portant role in these dynamics. For example, potato price
guarantees du rin g the Second W orld War helped bring Aroos
took County to its peak of prosperity. T heir removal after the
war ushered in an era of decline. Likewise, for many years
federal m arketing orders and price supports for Boston market
m ilk helped insulate many Maine dairymen from the economic
consequences of national oversupply. More recently, attenua
tion of supports in the 1980s has taken its toll.24
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T h e availability of subsidized credit from the Farmers
H om e A dm inistration was a key factor in the post-w ar expan
sion of the poultry industry. In the early 1980s FHA credit was a
crutch for m arginal potato growers in Aroostook C ounty.25
T h ro u g h o u t this era the m ajority of com m ercial farmers
particip ated in various program s of the Cooperative E x
tension Service, the Soil Conservation Service, or the A gri
cultural Stabilization and Conservation Service. ASCS funds
were particularly im portant in efforts to stem the severe soil
erosion linked to the potato m onoculture in Aroostook
C ounty.26 Finally, federal funds underwrote nearly half of the
research at the University of Maine A gricultural Experim ent
Station where, over the years, more than half of the research
budget was directed toward the m ajor export com m odities.27
T h e dynamics of agriculture were less influenced by the
state government. U p to 1980, the m ajor functions of the Maine
D epartm ent of A griculture were such things as regulation and
inspection of nursery stock and livestock and the oversight of
agricultural fairs. T h e M aine Milk Commission, established in
1935, was the most im portant regulatory agency; it set prices to
insulate small dairies and “Maine M arket” producers from
predatory out-of-state com petition.28
T h e continued decline in agriculture and a push to m od
ernize the structure of the state governm ent led in the late 1970s
to the appointm ent of a “Food and Farm land Study Com m is
sio n .” In 1980, follow ing a series of recom m endations by the
Com m ission, the M aine Departm ent of A griculture was reor
ganized and given a m uch more active role in prom oting agri
culture in the state. Under the vigorous leadership of a new
com m issioner of agriculture, Stewart N. Smith, the reorgan
ized departm ent initiated a wide spectrum of new program s
that ranged from prom otion of direct m arketing to encour
agement of sheep production, from energy conservation to
farm m anagem ent training programs. However, its attention
and resources were necessarily concentrated on the problem s of
the m ajor export com modities that were in deep trouble: broil
ers, milk, and potatoes. T he virtual collapse of the broiler

Rural society adapted to postwar economic change. Some communities lapsed into
rural decay; others experienced a boom in suburban, commercial, and residential
development. Still others prospered as larm trade centers.

industry an d the continued loss of dairy and potato farms
indicated that the state’s capacity tocounteract national market
forces and policies em anating from W ashington was very
lim ited.29
T h e transform ation of agriculture in M aine after 1940
reverberated in farm com m unities from one end of the state to
the other. A large proportion of them suffered social and eco
nom ic distress, reflected in indicators such as high unem ploy
ment, an increased welfare case load, and a grow ing elderly
population. Some rural com m unities — a m uch smaller
num ber — experienced a boom in commercial and residential
development on what had once been farm land.30 Evolution of
M aine’s farm towns seems to have followed at least four distinct
paths since the Great Depression. Some, like Cape Elizabeth,
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were situated on the fringe of expanding urban areas, and were
alm ost w holly absorbed into suburbia. T h e center of gravity of
other towns shifted more gradually. They became prim arily
bedroom villages, but they retained substantial farm ing and
farm commerce. G orham and U nion fit this pattern. A few
towns, like H oulton, m aintained a substantial am ount of farm 
ing and continued to be farm trade centers. Finally, num erous
farm ing towns, especially in Penobscot, Piscataquis, Somerset,
and W ashington counties, became social and economic back
waters. In recent years, the collapse of broiler production trans
formed some in lan d W aldo C ounty towns in a sim ilar fashion.
Finally, there were a few com m unities like T urner, a thriving
rural town w ith little in the way of farm related businesses.31
By and large, the transform ation of farm ing in M aine since
1940 was a microcosm of w hat happened to agriculture
th ro u g h o u t the nation. From one end of the state to the other,
competitive forces pushed farmers to produce for distant
markets, utilizing sophisticated technologies to increase their
yields. T o stay in farm ing they had to expand their operations.
They had to m ake substantial capital investments in land and
equipm ent and become more adept managers. Even then,
many did not survive. Tens of thousands of farm families were
forced into other ways of m aking a living, even if they kept their
land, and m any did not. Farm land th ro u g h o u t the state
reverted to w ildland or was converted to housing developments
and other uses; the very character of hundreds of rural com 
m unities was changed as the farms went under. Indeed, the
transform ation of farm ing was a central element in the chang
ing character of Maine and the nation over the past forty years.
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